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CREATIVE AND CRITICAL THINKING

THE IMPORTANCE OF CRITICAL THINKING IN DISTANCE
EDUCATION.
Joseph A Meloche
Charles Sturt University
ABSTRACT
This paper examines the particular importance of critical thinking in distance education. It
poses that the unique challenge of distance education lies in giving responsibility to the
students for their own education. This is particularly important in distance education, as giving
direction with face to face contact is not possible.

way the goveflllllent provides support to higher
education. The Higher Education Report for 1999
to 2001 (Kemp 1999) identified that graduates
should have the thinking and knowledge skills as
listed below. The table, particularly the "ThirJking
Skills" section, is almost a breakdown of the key
attributes of critical thinking. The skills or attributes
given in the below lists not only reflect the
intention of govermnent policy, but they also reflect
what is an essential reality of tlJe students
experience in higher education. Students in
Australia are currently faced with an over
abundance of information, and the onus is now on
the students to be able to critically assess the worth
of the information that they are in contact with.
Students, like academics, now face the receipt of
material from a variety of modes: email, physical
mail, phone, fax, etc., and even combinations with
computer based answering machines and faxes particularly distance education students.

This paper examines, briefly, some problems
associated with the traditional practice in the
provision of distance education and the Australian
educational context in which it occurs, and offers
suggestions for implementing a critical thinking
approach. This paper takes the view that increased
student involvement is essential if distance
education is to rise to the challenges ofthe evolving
education enviromnent, and that a question-based,
critical-thinking approach is an effective way to
proceed to this goal.
While traditional practice in distance education in
Australia is innovative and more flexible than
face-to-face teaching, it is still somewhat
cumbersome in that it involves the physical
distribution of printed materials and the occasional
attendance by students at residential schools. This
practice has been recently supplemented by
convenient advances in communication and
information technology, such as e-mail, forums,
and web-based resources.

Receiving information in a variety of modes has
the potential to increase difficulties in organisation,
authority, and receipt acknowledgment; with there
being no single standard or integration protocol
available. Thus, the requirements for organisational
skills and the ability to use appropriate technology,
are now added to the essential skillsf6ri distance
education students.

THE AUSTRALIAN EDUCATIONAL
CONTEXT
The situation in tlJe Australian academic
educational environment has been directed by
changes in govermnent policy, and changes in the

Knowledge Skills

Thinking Skills

•

Have an appropriate level of literacy and numeracy
skills

•

Be willing to challenge current knowledge and
thinking

•

Be able to identifY, access, organise and
communicate knowledge in both written and oral
English

•
•

Have conceptual skills

•
•
•
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Have good listening skills
Have an international awareness
Have the ability to use appropriate technology to
further the above

•
•
•

Have problem-solving skills
Be creative and imaginative thinkers
Be able to combine theory and practice
Be able to reflect on and evaluate their own
performance
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CREATIVE AND CRITICAL THINKING

The demands being made by students of academics
seem to be increasing in direct proportion to the
demands being placed on the students themselves.
In Australia, higher education has moved to an
almost constant mode of development and redevelopment, as it seeks to address changes in
educational delivery and increasing standards for
delivery. These increases in standards have in turn
. been driven, to some extent, by increasing costs for
students and increasing choices that they have in
seeking education within an increasingly
competitive market.
Thus, there has been a
continual increase in the number of distance
education and part-time students who must use a
variety of modes of communication and
\ information technology in the course oftheir study.
j
It is agairtst the above backdrop that thoughtful
change in delivery and interaction in delivery needs
to occur. An approach that adopts critical thinking
is at once more flexible and one that, by its nature,
empowers the student to face this emerging
enviromnent that requires lifelong learning.

TEACIDNG PRACTICE
What has yet to fully change though, is teaching
practice. There is still a tendency, when
modifications are made, to increase the amount of
material supplied to the students, and to increase
the amount of material the students are expected to
cover. These increases'in volume usually result in
longer mail-packages, larger reading lists, and
higher expectations in knowledge of content, etc.,
from the students. In addition to the problems that
this increase in load places on the students, it also
poses problems for the academic. The problems can
include increasing difficulty in keeping material upto-date, and problems in flexibility, such as the use
of current examples or issues that present
themselves,
and ever increasing resource
consumption. This lack of flexibility also imposes
problems for relevance, currency and the inclusion
of timely or local content.
A tradition in the preparation of distance education
material is the long lead-time that is involved in the
creation of learning packages. This extended leadtime is largely the result of two factors: the time
associated with publishing and distribution, and the
convention of providing all distance materials for a
subject at the beginning of a semester. Other factors
relating to the quality assessment of material from
peer review and other checks also add to the time
cost involved.
The traditional print-based process has been
augmented by the introduction of web resources,
often provided by giving URLs that provide the
location of the desired material. The life span of
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some URLs, however, does not match that of the
print products that provide them. Thus the
movement to on-line learning while a bonus for
distance education can also be a burden when it
co-exists with traditional methods of delivery.
While various solutions, such as tightening up the
publishing time frame, and constant review of
material, provide some relief, these measures do not
address the main problem. The main problem is the
belief or conviction that all the material that needs
to be used can either be provided or identified in
advance by the academic. As long as this belief is
maintained it can only lead to increases in the
volume of material supplied. The academic must, if
following a mode that attempts to provide all things
for the entire range of people studying the subject,
increase the volume and scope of material to be
supplied. This approach cannot succeed.
What can be achieved are approaches that engage
the student in the process of their learning, and give
responsibility to the students for provision of
material that relates to the area of the subject that
they wish to cover. I f students are given this role
and responsibility, it is essential that they proceed
in a manner that is based on critical thinking and
critical assessment of the material that they use.
The selection and evaluation of the material must
form an integral part of the study and assessment.
The onus will then be on the student to provide an
evaluation of the material that is located, selected,
and used.
A useful approach to take when introducing the
critical thinking approach is to put questions to the
students rather than provide answers. In this way
students can be guided in the right direction but will
still be called upon to access their knowledge of a
subject and to begin to address the study or research
that they need to undertake. Asking questions has a
number of advantages. This can include using the
questions to inform students of the direction or
orientation the academic wishes to focus on, and
giving the student an indication of the level or
depth of work required. The practice of having
students also ask question of themselves, of their
existing knowledge, of what they need to know, of
how they might proceed, and how they will know
when they have sufficient knowledge, is important.
The work of the academic then, changes in form,
from being the provider of the information or
knowledge, to the more appropriate role of being
the guide to information sources, or even a critic of
the available information. Similarly, students
should see themselves as investigators and critics,
not merely passive recipients. By following this
model, partiCUlarlyin distance education, it is easy
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